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Abstract 
In this paper, we propose the capability approach as an instrument for promoting positive social interaction and the culture of 
peace in education. Capabilities have been used by the United Nations to calculate Human Development Indexes (HDI) since 
1990. They are used to measure a country's quality of life, taking into account the opportunities people have to be and do 
(capabilities), and to form the basic political principles all countries should guarantee their citizens. The capabilities approach is 
based on the ideas of Amartya Sen, who won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences, and those applied to education 
by Martha Nussbaum (1992), who views capabilities as the basic instrument for guaranteeing a dignified life with the highest 
possible well-being and positive social interaction. The concept of human development and capabilities is also linked to the 
concept of structural violence, which defines not only the most visible aspect of conflict and violence, but also the unequal
relations built around the gender models and specific privilege- and power-based structures of which people form a part and 
which have become embedded in the customs and traditions of our culture and society (Bourdieu, 1991). We conclude that 
"capability" theory offers interesting ideas that help understand school violence and conflict. It also suggests principles for an 
education model based on coexistence, exchange and interrelationships in which people can learn to respect and appreciate each 
other.  
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1. Background: A culture of peace and school violence in education 
Since the 1960s, the concept of the culture of peace has far exceeded its original meaning, the absence of war 
(negative peace), to encompass human development, justice, equity and well-being (positive peace) (Lopez 
Becerra, 2011). Peace is not solely the absence of war, physical violence, destruction and subjugation, but also the 
absence of symbolic violence imposed by hierarchical relationships, which places some people in the position of 
tools for achieving the goals of those who control economic and political power, the cultural hegemony, access to 
technical and scientific development, recognition of gender, generation and territory. A culture of peace advocates 
goals aimed at development which ensures the maximum well-being of societies and which are fully consistent 
with the proposals of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Human Rights. 
Linked to peace studies and human development is the concept of structural violence, which describes both the 
changes in social and productive structures as a result of wars and the arms race, and the spaces of interaction 
where these are generated. The poverty, hunger, inequality and marginalisation experienced by some of the world's 
population affect both the satisfaction of basic needs (food, clothing, housing) and the development of human 
potential (identity, self-esteem, creativity and education) (Múñoz and Molina, 2009). 
All types of violence have their origins in inequalities that have become embedded in the customs and traditions 
of our culture and society. Structural and symbolic violence pervades our institutions and defines the unequal 
relationships between people which are constructed on the basis of the cultural, social, personal, origin and gender 
differences that form part of our symbolic world and the beliefs in which we are socialised. This is what Bourdieu 
has termed "habitus" (1991) and Berger and Luckmann, the "institutionalisation of practices" (1984). Habitus 
ensures the reproduction of practices and their continued existence in the future, because they become the means 
through which we perceive, think, do and feel.  
The institution of education embodies a concrete representation of the culture that a particular society believes 
valuable; its ways of knowing, thinking and explaining the world (Lundgren, 1992) that are a blend of the tradition 
of knowledge reproduced by the hegemonic order prevailing in our societies and educational change to improve 
society through education. 
School conflicts are a manifestation of these inequalities, but also an important opportunity for transformation 
by peaceful means and for raising awareness at both a personal and social level (Calderón, 2009). School violence 
is the most explicit manifestation of these conflicts. Bullying, vandalism, intimidation and harassment, insults, 
exclusion, aggression, etc., are all manifestations of school violence and all have their roots in a conflict prompted 
by differences, when these are interpreted "not as an asset, but as an expression of the inferiority of 'the other'" 
(Hernández Morales and Jaramillo, 2000). 
Within the culture of peace and equality, gender equality is a fundamental factor in human development that 
cuts across all social classes and categories. The inequality of women pervades and magnifies the economic, 
cultural (Fraser, 2000) and power inequalities that exist in the world. Women are much more than a minority 
group, and women's equality implies a loss of privileges for males in power. One can conclude that greater equality 
for women equals less power and status for men. "Given that gender and peace affect every human being and all 
aspects of their lives, the importance of linking both in theory and in practice is obvious (....), there can be no 
sustainable development without full equality between men and women" (Díez and Mirón, 2009). 
Studies on masculinities conducted in the 1990s have shown that girls are not the only losers in the educational 
system, although theirs is the worst position. These studies have also focused on an analysis of male behaviours 
regarding sexuality, the emergence of violence and how it is experienced by boys, or the kind of rivalry that is 
established (Badinter, 1993). A strong relationship has been found between male gender and violence. Violence 
has a symbolic value in the acquisition of masculine identity and serves to attain positions of power and prestige 
which, since they are unstable, require a steady escalation of the same (Subirats, 1999).  
2. The capabilities approach in education: purpose of the study 
The capabilities approach developed by Martha Nussbaum since 2000 is the instrument that we propose to 
promote positive social interaction at school and an education in the culture of peace. Capabilities have been used 
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by the UNDP for calculating the Human Development Index (HDI) since 1990, and are employed to measure 
quality of life in a country, taking into account the opportunities people have to be or do (capabilities), and to form 
the basic political principles all countries should guarantee their citizens. This approach is based on the research 
conducted by Mahbub ul Haq, who incorporated Amartya Sen's ideas on capabilities, subsequently developed by 
Martha Nussbaum.  
Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen promoted the concept of "capabilities", defined as substantive freedoms 
and constitutive elements of development, such as the possibility of having a long life, conducting financial 
transactions or participating in political activities, compared to the poverty and lack of development that act as 
barriers to these "capabilities" (Nussbaum, 2010). They are principles for action or behaviour that guide us in our 
individual decisions and our actions, and that should also guide the actions and decisions of teachers and 
politicians†. In this respect, for example, women have at all times had fewer human capabilities due to their 
unequal social and political position. They have had fewer opportunities to live in freedom because they have been 
used as tools for achieving the goals of others. Love and care are deemed central, but considering each person as an 
end in themselves rather than a means to achieve the purposes of others. 
Capability theory avoids economic approaches based on the distribution of wealth or on income (GDP), which 
would only be one more tool for achieving well-being and equality and includes opportunities and freedoms related 
to traditional hierarchies. It also avoids approaches that consider the family unit as the unit of measurement of 
well-being, because child labour and sexual inequalities exist within the family; thus it is necessary to determine 
the condition of each individual, considering each person as a separate life. Individuals form the basic unit for 
political distribution. Consequently, in 1995 the Human Rights Report included two indicators of gender, the 
Gender Development Index (GDI) which presents gender-disaggregated data, and the Gender Empowerment Index 
(GEI), which measures other indicators such as political participation or economic power. 
In this respect, the aim of this theory is to achieve what Martha Nussbaum (2002, 2005) has defined as "the 
principle of each person as an end", because a life without dignity, without basic goods, without freedoms and 
opportunities, is merely a life as an appendage to another person and a kind of death, the death of the person's 
humanity. Therefore, she locates individual development at the heart of development policies, rather than groups or 
institutions such as the family, with the notion of a minimum of "capabilities" as principles to which all citizens of 
a country are entitled. Thus, each person is worthy of consideration in and of themselves. 
3. Sources of evidence for the relationship between school and gender-based violence 
The relationships of women and men to peace and violence have been defined by their gender roles (López 
Martínez, 2000). The consequences of the way in which male and female identity is constructed are that most 
violence is meted out by men, whilst women have a tendency to feel guilt and depression. Whereas traditional 
feminine values (empathy, ability to tolerate frustration, tendency to put oneself in the other's shoes) favour better 
adaptation to school, the traditional male stereotype renders adaptation to school life and the complex and 
uncertain world beyond more difficult (Díaz Aguado, 2009). Although feminists have identified a profound 
connection between the patriarchal system and militarism and between gender-based violence and violence in 
general, we should not fall into the simplistic dichotomy of peaceful woman as opposed to violent man (Martínez 
López, 2000). 
For Connell (1995), the consequences of this fundamental characteristic of the hegemonic male identity are: 
unstable identities, difficulties in adapting to change, maladjustment and conflict at school, violence against 
women and girls (which is related to a male fear of intimacy) and the oppression of other, subordinate 
masculinities which resemble behaviours considered feminine, as is the case of gay identities. The reason for this is 
 
 
† The list of capabilities includes: 1. Life (until the end of life); 2. Bodily health; 3. Bodily integrity; 4. Senses, imagination and thought; 5. 
Emotions (feeling appreciation for things and people outside ourselves); 6. Practical reason (being able to form a conception of the good); 7. 
Affiliation (being able to live with and toward others); Other species (respecting the natural world); 9. Play; 10. Control over one's environment 
(political and material). 
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that the construction of masculinities is a collective process in which various interdependent masculinities are 
constructed in relation to femininities, are situated historically and spatially and form the dominant hegemonic 
identity. 
In a review of masculinities by Rodríguez Menéndez (2007), it can be seen that the most recent research has 
revealed the pressure that boys are under to be accepted into the hegemonic male model (traditional masculinity) 
by their male friends, the "lads" or "mates", which leads them to reinforce a number of behaviours, especially in 
the context of neighbourhoods or schools, that include the use of clothing as an expression of the boy's identity, the 
role of the body, using sport as basic strategy in the construction of masculinities, humour and irony used in 
complex rituals of resistance towards the regulations and demands of authority in schools, the use of harassment 
and aggression to ridicule other boys and girls who do not conform to the masculine hegemony, and the expression 
of misogyny and homophobia. 
Research also emerged in the mid-nineteen nineties which linked the differences between boys and girls in 
academic achievement with the construction of masculinities. Although not in all cases, some studies drew 
attention to how, in certain contexts, being a brilliant student was at odds with the hegemonic masculinity, leading 
boys to reinforce other practices associated with this model of masculinity in order to be accepted by their peers, 
such as being good at sports. Others might deliberately underachieve academically, or pretend that no effort was 
involved in attaining their good results. However, despite all the evidence highlighting the relationship between 
gender and school violence, in most European Union countries the importance of the construction of sexual 
identities is rarely taken into account in attempts to eradicate school violence and harassment. The normal 
approach is to use educational counsellors, codes of good conduct, or social workers, but rarely are gender-specific 
projects against school violence implemented (Eurydice, 2010: 67-70). 
It is boys who inflict and sustain the most brutal violence, giving rise in secondary schools to a confrontational 
atmosphere which is difficult for many teachers, and especially female teachers. In the academic year 2004-2005, 
female students were responsible for 17.8% of seriously bad behaviour in violation of positive social interaction in 
Andalusia; male students were responsible for 82.2%. What boys and girls internalise about what is considered 
masculine or feminine, and thus inherent in their very nature, has an extremely strong influence on their 
differentiated approach to conflict resolution and on their attitudes towards and tolerance of violence. Thus, boys 
adopt violent behaviours and this is reinforced by adults as an expression of their masculinity. The percentage of 
girls who participated in conduct contrary to positive social interaction increased in the academic year 2006-2007, 
when they were responsible for 19.7% of such behaviour, while the figure for boys dropped to 80.3%. The figure 
for girls has since increased by almost another point. The reasons for this development lie in the hegemony of the 
masculine model, which girls tend to copy, and the lack of intervention in the educational model. However, the 
types of violent behaviour exercised by boys and girls are different, and there is also a difference in degree. For 
example, girls are involved to a lesser extent in vandalism, threats and physical assaults, are more likely to engage 
in insults and verbal abuse and generally avoid behaviours antithetical to care.  
This does not mean that girls do not use violence, but rather that they use other, less physical forms of violence 
such as deception, disparagement and ignoring people or isolating them, and that they perpetrate this on other girls, 
mainly for betraying very exclusive concepts of friendship. A study conducted in Estonia (Strompl et al., 2007 cit. 
in EURYDICE, 2010) found that boys and girls use different types of violence; physical violence formed part of 
boys' culture and was expressed in the form of physical aggression, whereas girls expressed violence through 
verbal abuse and psychological harassment. Carlos Lomas (2007) also reported differences between the exercise of 
force and power, whereby male forms of expressing violence included concealment of feelings, overt 
heterosexuality, misogyny and homophobia, whereas female forms of violence were usually more covert and 
silent: "... ranging from verbal harassment to a wall of silence, from a conspiracy to smear the reputation of another 
girl or boy to posting lies on the Internet or seduction with the intent to deceive someone" (p.97). 
School violence is an explicit consequence of the inequalities of power and hierarchy which pervade institutions 
and society, whether for reasons of sex, nationality, culture or religion. Furthermore, violence is a behaviour that 
expresses the dominant male model and a means to maintain or increase power, where power is understood as 
imposition and lack of conflict resolution. When school violence is studied without analysing the sex of those who 
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inflict it and those who sustain it, the phenomenon is treated as if it were limited to a merely individual and 
psychological problem of antisocial behaviour (White, 2000).  
4. Developing capabilities through education 
Education is an essential tool for the development of a culture of peace, and for the attainment of an 
independent life with a minimum of quality. It becomes a key tool for people to attain the capabilities necessary to 
be able to do and be and to develop the two core capabilities, which according to Nussbaum are practical reason 
and affiliation (which will be discussed shortly). In the case of capabilities which are achieved through a basic 
education, and on which the development of others will depend, such as the incorporation and participation of a 
subject in social life and work, it is not sufficient to give the subject the possibility of choice, but rather their 
functioning and attainment should be actively promoted (Nussbaum, 2002). Merely to establish equal opportunities 
and equal access to mainstream education as a right is insufficient; rather, what is necessary is to seek to achieve 
an education that allows us full incorporation into society and into the work force, with freedom to choose and a 
sense of affiliation that enables us to live with others and towards others. For the capabilities of practical reason 
and affiliation, their functioning and attainment must necessarily be developed through education; however, for 
others such as sexual capability, education is not necessary for attainment and this can be left to individual choice, 
although no adult's capability should be limited, as is the case with genital mutilation practices.  
Above all, capabilities should be particularly promoted when inequalities and hierarchies have restricted a 
particular action in a group, as in the case of girls and women, and this is termed positive action. The first thing 
any development of justice in education should incorporate is positive action for those who encounter most 
obstacles within the education system. For example, achieving female literacy is more expensive than that of men 
in developing countries; however, it is the best measure for birth control and one which, far from being 
paternalistic (as are other measures that oblige the use of birth control or directly regulate birth), enhances other 
capabilities that serve to achieve quality of life. 
For Martha Nussbaum, the two capabilities which are fundamental and whose development relies upon 
education are: 
4.1. Practical reason for the development of independence. 
Practical reason is "being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the 
planning of one's life" (Nussbaum, 2002, p. 122). This entails protection for the liberty of conscience. Practical 
reason must be developed through an education which liberates subjects from domination and repression, so that 
every child can engage in and choose his or her life plan freely and responsibly. For this to occur, it is necessary 
that the school not only transmits knowledge but also strives for a meaningful knowledge that renders us aware of 
the world and which develops what Amy Guttman (2001) has termed conscious social reproduction. This would 
be the first characteristic of a liberating school.  
A critical analysis and review of school content and customs is necessary and could contribute to helping 
schools stop producing and reproducing inequality, or limiting the expectations of their students. 
A second indispensable principle of this school in order to achieve conscious social reproduction is the need 
for the reciprocity between free and equal individuals which we experience through discussion and agreement. 
Deliberation is not just a strategy to express opinions and reach consensus. Argument requires proper training, and 
for subjects to acknowledge this training and informed knowledge in each other. "Deliberation is not simply a 
skill. It involves critical thinking, literacy, contextual knowledge, understanding and appreciation of the other 
people's perspectives. The values that deliberation encompasses include veracity, non-violence, practical 
judgement, civic integrity and magnanimity (opus cit. p.15)".  
Deliberative citizens should be the result of the education system, not exclusively a strategy to educate them. 
Amy Guttman suggested that a good education in the humanities, for example, would be one way to cultivate the 
values and skills necessary for critical thinking.  
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4.2. Affiliation for the development of solidarity 
Affiliation is "being able to live with and toward others, to recognise and show concern for other humans...to 
have the capability for both justice and friendship... Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; 
being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others. It can be defined as solidarity 
and protection against discrimination" (Nussbaum, 2002). 
Affiliation requires an education for a life based on dignity from which the subjects lives with and for others in 
tolerance and respect for other life choices and beliefs; achieving this is a prerequisite for schools to become all-
inclusive spaces which observe a new logic of integration and social awareness. It also requires a school in which 
groups and individuals have reached a mutually acknowledged equivalent status, converting asymmetrical relations 
of domination and dependence into symmetric and egalitarian ones. Acknowledgement creates the self-esteem and 
self-confidence necessary to be free, and entails respect for sexual, national, ethnic, racial, class and religious 
differences, etc. 
The incorporation of diverse populations into school represents a unique opportunity to achieve a mixture and 
combination of sexual, racial and economic differences. It is only with these ingredients that we can educate in 
tolerance, respect and understanding of other life styles that differ from ours. A school with diverse populations 
necessitates equal treatment, "equity". In accordance with the principle of differentiation proposed by Rawls and 
Dworkin in their theory of justice (Garagarella, 1999), this would entail differentiation for the most disadvantaged 
until they reached a required threshold of equality. An equality that levels out differences would involve achieving 
equal access, retention and treatment, based on equivalent educational offerings. It would also involve the 
redistribution of wealth, including a compensating principle for subjects and their surroundings (Gimeno Sacristan, 
2001). 
Another feature of affiliation which the egalitarian school should develop is the primacy of community life over 
individual and competitive learning. Adaptation to and integration into social life by educating in groups, through 
peer relationships, and defending community interests above individual interests would be the third characteristic. 
To achieve this, in addition to being actively egalitarian, schools must takes steps to stop promoting the 
individualism and homogeneous and standardised style of learning which reinforces competition and currently 
forms part of school culture. The principle of homogenisation or equal (not egalitarian) treatment currently used in 
schools equates social groups that are not equal and contributes to an internal classification with which only some 
of the students will keep pace. Standardisation towards hegemonic contents, far from creating citizens with dignity 
and solidarity, reinforces the mechanisms of inequality.  
The school is based on reason-centred learning which does not consider emotions as an inherent part of learning 
necessary to achieve personal autonomy. Nor does it include private life as an important part of the contents aimed 
at the social integration of citizens. All subjects traditionally considered female are devalued and excluded from 
education. 
5. Conclusions 
The theory of "capabilities" provides the culture of peace and positive social interaction in school with a model 
for educational and political action which takes into account the development of the individual, harking back to the 
liberalism of classical authors such as Kant or Miller, because each person is of worth in and of themselves, but 
places an emphasis on contingent and diverse meanings that locate people and their bodies not only within 
particular communities, but also within specific structures of gender-based privilege and power (Bordo, in Jaggar, 
Alison, 2001). Educating for peace on the basis of school conflicts generated within the school environment 
represents an intervention aimed at raising social consciousness, "practical reason", about the structural violence 
which pervades gender, and at promoting solidarity and human dignity, "affiliation". 
The purpose of equality and a culture of peace in school would be to deconstruct the idea of structural violence 
and inequality as being a matter of improving one's humanity, with atavistic and anthropological origins linked to 
the desire of some people to impose on others and gain power, which continues to pervade the institution of 
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education. Gender-based violence in schools is one of the most visible aspects of the conflicts that occur in school 
and represents an opportunity for social deconstruction of traditional masculinities and femininities. 
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